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Is this just the way they think? 

 

The bright, nearly flashing light slid across the screen, lighting up the innocent-looking environment 

below as it got closer to its target. The frames were slow, roughly twenty per second, like a game running on 

a bad system, but what was happening was still quite clear. The screen filled with white. An image returned, 

now of burning trees and collapsed homes, and people running in fear; men, women, and children. The 

powers that be weren’t phased, this was the way. It is what it is. 

“Hostile military outpost neutralised, sir.” 

They all pulled back from their large screen. 

Back in their box of a room again, their own realities returning. The overly lit room, bright and 

buzzing from the old non-energy-efficient lightbulbs, was small and cramped with the dozen officials that 

crowded around the table that took up most of the room. The glaze from the light bounced off everything, 

from medals to bald spots and the mahogany table to the blank white walls that surrounded them, as if they 

were perpetually on a bright monitor themselves. 

The many looked around. Thee higher-ups who were sat down turned to one another, and then the 

leader. The aides on their knees and the selected reporters in the corners looked to the officials, eagerly 

watching for comments, reactions and, commands. The lower-level officials squeezed in the door started to 

chat quietly for a moment before all eyes started to rest on the leader, Macbeth, awaiting her conclusion. 

“Ladies and gentlemen,” she started, looking intently at the screen ahead of her, “I would say we have 

a mission success.” 

Sighs rang out alongside nodding heads and a few relaxed claps. Hands were shaken. Congratulations 

were shared. Relieved smiles began to form. The leader lay back in her large leather chair and took a deep 

breath in and out, letting the tense smoke move around a little. Cigarettes were put out into the ash trays. A 

few more orders were given out; “Send a team in to identify the bodies” and “start drafting up the press 

releases” 

The large screen at the end of the room continued to play footage of the chaos unfolding. Shot from 

afar and above. No sound, low-quality, and now merely in the background of the situation room. As if it was 

a television show one would put on as they did other things, so they didn’t feel alone. The shot lingered on. 

But no one present cared to look anymore, at the lost children and frantic widows and running soldiers and 

crying widowers and terrified but brave first responders, for they were not important at all. 

Most of the officials began to leave the room. Their duties were now done. They shuffled from the 

room awkwardly, starting to blether to each other about their families and hobbies. Even with only one 

reporter, two aides, and four officials, including the leader and the general, the room still felt crowded and 

hot. The leader took out her phone and started texting. Their decorated general, Grieve, signalled for one of 

the aides to fetch her a coffee, before turning in her chair to take compliments from the other officials. The 

remaining aide also took out their phone. 

Once the higher-ups finished praising their own efforts, they started to formulate their next actions. 

“This is very cut and dry;” started Grieve as she looked around, “he was an official for a foreign 

country that is not an ally of ours. A pre-emptive strike was the right thing to do! Not only that, he was a 

general, so plenty of experience in military engagements. He must have war on the mind. Who else would 

they go to war against but us? He was clearly a threat. It was highly likely he was planning something 

against our troops that are moving along their borders, he’s given us warnings, ones clearly meant to scare 

us off; that makes him a terrorist!” 



“Not enough,” the leader paused, looking down, “that will cover our own party, and our base voters. 

We need universal consensus to be behind us on this issue.” 

“Yeah,” the aide chimed in, “media outlets will point out we sent the first strike, that our troops were 

refusing to back down fae our planned occupation in their country, and so on and so forth. We need a more 

altruistic reason for this.” 

“Could we outline up some kind of alleged plan he could have come up with to kill our diplomats?” 

“Aye. We could sprinkle loose evidence of a proposed attack fae their government, spearheaded by the 

general, which should win over most medias. Sir.” 

“That will have to do,” the leader grunted as she started to get up, “put in a word to any media mogul 

with stock in the military industrial complex, let them stoke the fires a bit.” 

Let them burn for the night, Macbeth thought to herself, they will focus on themselves while we can 

rest, and then the war begins. 

 

Do they have no perspective on what they’ve done? Does anyone? 

 

Alec was having a usual day. A boring day. 

The drone operator sat and sighed at his own screen, on the other side of the nation, in a military base 

a thousand miles from decisions and consequences. His eyes darted around the burning environment on his 

screen. The view of his god-like killing machine. There were no actions to fire back at his drone, they didn’t 

seem to have the capabilities. This was just a small town after all. The target, whomever they were, wasn’t 

expecting a strike nor were they preparing for one of their own. It was entirely non-hostile. 

A few burning and bloody bodies stumbled around, people running, soldiers trying to secure the area, 

a raven standing by the fire and watching with curiosity, children running to their homes, a few numbed 

bystanders staring up at the sky, paramedics rushing in; nothing important. His objective was complete. 

Time to return the drone home. The usual routine. He had almost become blind to anything that doesn’t 

impact his mission. Everything he had to think about was written in his directives and shown inside the box 

of the screen before him. It is what it is. 

There was little pride in what he did. Years ago, he was convinced that he was doing good, fighting 

terrorists and saving the world, but he had grown up since then and he now believed there was no room for 

morality in war. What he did was neither good nor evil, it just was, and the orders that came to him were to 

be followed, to do otherwise wouldn’t help anyone real to him. None of it was real to him, like one of his 

old video games that was really poorly designed. He didn’t know who he was bombing. He didn’t know why 

or whether it was even legal. All he saw was the mission. He hardly recognised children anymore; now they 

were just potential combatants. There must be a moral in there somewhere, but it wasn’t his job to think 

about things, that was probably for the people above him, or the public below him, or whomever was in 

charge, if anyone was in charge. It had all been desensitised. It was nothing; bringing the drone out to 

deliver the payload was as monotonous and automatic as moving your legs as one walks down the street. 

He pulled the joystick back and directed the drone to the base. A few buttons were pressed on the 

controller to stabilise the craft, but there was not much to do besides that. He sat, passively staring at the 

screen before him, unthinking and blank. He didn’t hate it. He didn’t like it. But most of all he didn’t think 

about it. It was what it was. He couldn’t wait to go back to his warm home. This was just another day at the 

office for Alec. 

 

How will they spin this? 
 

A few rooms away from where the decision was made, high-ranking reporters debated. Not about the 

horror, but about the logistics and perceptions of it. The eight reporters were jotting down notes about how 

to coordinate their stories for the best intended effect. 

“What are the benefits of this attack? What are the benefits of the consequences?” A woman started 

the core of the conversation. Her eyes immediately darted around to the others, seeing if they had taken any 

notice of her agency. Her new metal nametag said “Bonnie” but she was only ever referred to as ‘Bon’, she 



didn’t like it at first but over time she had gotten so worn down and used to it that she just accepted it. It was 

the way it was. Now she barely took note of it. 

“Proportionate response from their comments the other day?” 

Laughs murmured around the room. Bonnie looked around; it was too late to start laughing now, that 

would have been a great chance to be seen as one of them, she thought, damn. It wasn’t that she wasn’t 

alert, she could be alert, she was even well-rested, with plenty of hours of sleep back at her safe comfortable 

hotel room. It was rather that she didn’t want to react too quickly in case she jumped to any misled 

conclusions. She was quickly starting to realise that the way she was thinking wasn’t the right way for 

sensationalist journalism. 

“Well,” another reporter spoke up, “we can frame the general as a terrorist, that’s a catch-all term, and 

get the leader a bunch of praise, as immediate effects of this. For longer term, well, they should retaliate in 

some way which would allow us to justify a war. War is good for profits, usually for favourability, a 

distraction fae politics, favour with allies, oil and resources, and improving our superpower status.” 

“Okay,” Bonnie said, the public won’t take that, “any of that we can actually say?” 

“I used the word “good”; we could just repeat that over and over?” 

Another round of chuckles. This time Bonnie forced a chuckle. She didn’t quite get the joke though. 

She looked around at all the men in the room. The long room had wooden walls and wooden floors 

and wooden panel things on the wall with a long wooden table that could sit thirty in the middle of the 

wooden room. The men there were brown-haired with natural tans and brown or burgundy suits with great 

big cigars in their mouths. They sat in symmetrical order with four on one side and four on the other and 

between each of them was an empty chair, the colour of the fabric; brown. Even the lights seemed to be 

tinted brown under the haze of their smoke. Bonnie, on the other hand, was blonde, pale, and wearing a grey 

suit. She couldn’t stick out more if she tried. At least she was sitting like them, it was a start. 

“Okay,” she started, trying to sound like she was able to take control, “let’s be serious, guys. The 

people will be wanting answers.” 

“Listen, new kid,” one of the younger reporters said, standing up and leaning over the table towards 

her, “Bon, Lass, this isn’t that serious. These things happen weekly at least. We’ll give them whatever 

answers will help them sleep at night. The public will question what we put in front of them as much as they 

question idea of the twenty-six letters that make up every word we say. The only ones who will care are do-

gooders with no perspective in power and the powerful with the same perspective as those in the room 

where the decision was made.” 

Bonnie stared at him as he looked down at her. She hated being lectured by a reporter with only a few 

months more experience than her. Some people start to become used to power and control that they forget 

that those around them are people too, people who are just as smart and engaged. She raised an eyebrow at 

him as he stood up straight. 

“We dinnae need to stress out over what we write,” he continued, “it doesn’t matter what is real in the 

eyes of the big picture. Whatever they were thinking in there became the reality. We just have to justify it. 

It’s not as hard as it sounds. The average person isn’t going to get up and protest if we contradict ourselves a 

little, or if we tell them that it was ‘good’ without any context. They just want to live their lives down the 

path of least resistance, we can tell them anything we want as long as it doesn’t disrupt that.” 

He sat back, content with himself, looking to the other’s for approval. They agreed but that was the 

extent of it. His eyes quickly darted away, realising they hadn’t perceived his speech as profoundly as he 

thought they would. He leaned forward again, resting his forehead on his hand, rubbing his temples which 

started to rub off some of his thick make-up. She looked around, they all have make-up, she noted, heavy 

make-up that all looks the same, and the most I have on is just soap. 

“Listen,” he piped up again, “I’m just saying, we dinnae need to convince them of much, kid, just 

something that would inconvenience them to fight against.” 

“Okay,” Bonnie sighed, “What are we telling them, then?” 

“Our country first;” said one of the reporters at the back of the room, a veteran journalist by the name 

of McCrae, got up to walk around the room, “Walk the story ahead to seem like the debate isn’t about 

whether we did the right thing, state that it was the right thing and frame the story about what’s next, put the 



ball in their corner so any retaliation is then scrutinised and seen as the questionable action. People will 

either think inside the box or outside the box but as long as we tell them what the box is, that’s all they’re 

going to think about, and that’s how you control the conversation. 

“Our attack was just the way of what is, lass. Their reaction is to be judged. That’s what we tell the 

public. Retaliation. Affirm justifications as unquestioned truths. Abstract the hell out of it. Big picture it. 

Paint the general as the lovechild of all of history’s worst despots. If he tweeted that he had an unfavourable 

opinion about a movie I want that paraded through the streets. Tell the world that our government saved it 

by doing what it did. Increase patriotism and nationalistic sentiments. Glorify serving our country as a 

soldier. 

“If anyone tries to counter what we’re saying; deny, deny, deny, and lie. Prepare vague heart-breaking 

stories we can release and say it’s related to their eventual retaliation. Stoke the feelings of our country 

being the victim of these heinous attacks.” 

“We need a benefit though,” Bonnie chimed in, attempting to prove herself in some way, “right? It’s 

better to be seen as somewhat positive and be supported and defended by members of the public than to be 

seen as neutral and only attacked by the so-called do-gooders with no one caring enough to oppose them. 

We need to focus on the approval ratings.” 

“The benefit is survival! Anything our country prides itself on, anything our people like in the 

slightest, tell them it’s all being threatened by this country. Our gods, our cultures, our movies and jobs and 

lands and marriages and children and skies. Our very sense of self is at risk. 

“Paint our people are the strongest and the best as well as deeply threatened. Paint their people as the 

opposite of everything we stand for. People will do anything to protect their comfortable way of life. We 

dinnae need to justify ourselves; we are what is and that is never to be questioned, only acted upon. Frame it 

so anyone not with us is against us. Works every single time, bleeding heart Bonnie.” 

“I’m not sure,” she said, taking a stand, “would the public not ponder any other perspective on this?” 

“In the aftermath, the literal post-modern, perhaps,” McCrae agreed, “but that will take some time and 

by then it would be too late for them. In the moment, the now, they won’t care. They will read the headlines 

and their brains will trust authority first. The first thought that comes into their heads will decide the next 

thought and people often think expansively rather than opposingly. 

“We set up questions but heavily allude to the answers and the people will think the answers we want 

and then feel smart about themselves for coming to that conclusion, and then they will stick to it because 

doubting yourself is not something people like to do, especially if they feel like they’ve theorised something 

on their own, and even more so if we indirectly support it. 

“If we do that well, along with the rest of what I’ve said, then we’ve buried the lead so hard and 

progressed the story so far that to question to original action would be to backtrack so far that it would feel 

like they’re arguing over a bygone era. It’s all a game of chess, kid, and we’re both one side and the board 

itself.” 

“Alright,” Bonnie said to McCrae, conceding control of the way, “so what’s our truth on the timeline 

of this going to be?” 

 

Does no one have a proper perspective on this? They’re bantering about it as if it was a 

business class or academic paper. They all ken what happened; children vaporised, a man 

obliterated without seeing it coming, families torn apart, homes destroyed, livelihoods ruined, 

all sense of security ripped away, lives utterly devastated. They know, they do not care. 

 

“I think it’s time to go home,” Macbeth sighed, “good work everybody. Look at the time, my show’s 

just ended,” she let out a dry laugh, “no one spoil it for me, I’m going to curl up in bed, with a ready heated 

home and ready heated meal, and watch it in peace, that sounds nice.” 

“It does,” the aide nodded, “it does.” 

“Pack up,” Macbeth commanded as she gestured to the laptops and notepads lying around the table, 

“dinnae leave anything out; we don’t want a repeat of the poolside incident fae last year.” 



Smiles and chuckles. Footage of the brutal murder replayed upon the screen across from them. Smiles 

and chuckles. 

 

They should be noticing now. 

 

“Sir!” the aide shouted, looking at his phone, “There’s a situation of national security developing in 

the upper atmosphere. We’re getting urgent reports through from our space administration.” 

Macbeth looked at him and grunted “get it up on the screen. What’s going on?” 

The monitor linked to the servers across the country and several new images were presented. A few 

graphs, a few poorly rendered maps and computer-generated shapes, and a static screen. 

“What is this?” 

The aide pressed a button on the phone sat on the table. 

“Sir,” the phone crackled, the expert’s voice was deep but alert, “there seems to be an unidentified 

flying object descending towards us.” 

“A missile?” 

“No, sir. This one is far larger than that, and it’s emitting a communications signal for us. The format 

is not similar to our technology, but we can salvage some sounds.” 

“When did appear?” 

“We believed it to be an asteroid for a few days, but it’s movements were irregular, hence our 

investigations. Then we lost contact to all our satellites in that general region of space. Now our long-

distance scanners are picking us a slow descent into our national airspace. As this is related to national 

security, we are awaiting your commands sir.” 

“Hmm. Can you play the sounds?” 

“Sending it to your computer now.” 

A few moments passed as the file was uploaded. Eyes darted around the room. The other officials in 

the room had nothing to say, much like in the previous situation, but it was their duty to remain anyways. 

Everyone was stiff, unmoving and stoic. The air grew thick, with heat and fresh smoke. Breaths quietened as 

they leaned in. The file began to load onto a programme to be played. The general’s hands were sliding 

closer to one of the phones, ready to give out any hostile command necessary. The aide was writing 

furiously, laying out potential stories that could be taken fae this. Lighters flashed; soft flames lit to help 

with the stress. A thousand and one thoughts flashed through everyone’s mind, deep within the box. 

A growl broke through the static, like breathing but as if it were through a hole in one’s throat. The 

sound grew and started to shift, moaning and gurgling until it was pronouncing vowels. A chattering 

followed, almost from behind the first voice, but this one was stuttering consonants. Both voices stopped 

suddenly, and then, in unison, spoke “English. Correct?” 

“Sir,” the expert’s voice returned, “We can send back a message, sending it directly out towards the 

device. Would you like to respond?” 

“What?” the general spoke up, her hand now resting on the phone, “We do not negotiate with 

terrorists.” 

“Terrorists?” asked the aide, “How are they terrorists?” 

“Son, to establish an audience with the leader in the situation room requires a level of urgency, and 

this unidentified, certainly hostile device with unknown intentions, starting their opening message with a 

growl of all things, absolutely qualifies as a terror. Sir, it is unwise to reply.” 

“If it is a such powerful threat, general,” Macbeth responded, “then why would it be asking what 

language we speak?” 

“To find out if it’s found the right target, of course.” 

“If any hostile state is advanced enough to create such a craft, and direct it above us, and have 

messages sent out, then I’m sure they would also be able to point out where we are on a map. Prepare to 

send a message back, tell me when you’re recording.” 

The screen before them flashed a recording icon. All eyes were on the leader; the aide, the reporter, the 

two quiet officials, the general, and potentially, one day, the world. 



The leader composed herself and started; “Correct. We speak English. This is Morag Macbeth and I 

am the leader of this country; you may address me as ‘Sir’. Identify yourself.” 

Message sent. There was deafening silence for a time. The general started mumbling about national 

security, theorising about assassination and espionage and advance weaponry and unorthodox attempts to 

send political messages to the leader and oil and asteroid mining and space stations and veering far to close 

to that of chemtrails and vague racism about eastern telemarketers. As fewer people looked to the general 

and less attention was paid to her, she slowly began to trail off into silence. Each of the many members took 

a drag on their cigarettes, keeping them detached and floating in the misty essence of death. 

“Sir,” the phone spoke up, “we have a response.” 

“Play it through the phone; time is of the essence here.” 

The recording started to play. The voices were less growly this time, but the recording had far more 

static sounds around it since it was being played through the phone. Many of the words didn’t quite make it 

through, but the overall message was understood. The message was a long and careful one, but also straight 

to the point. The officials all started to write and look to each other with curiosity, opportunity, and fear. 

Extra-terrestrials. Aliens. The great Other. They called themselves the ‘Ki-Dukn of the Dellor-Kir’ and 

the device was more akin to a rocket for them, a spaceship. They referred to the leader as Sir and spoke with 

a powerful and respectful vocabulary. After expositing statistics and astronomical equations and various 

numbers and sequences that they claimed to be the galactic coordinates for their home world, which the 

expert on the other side of the phone said he could not understand, the Dellor-Kir got to their point. Their 

home was collapsed, and they had to flee. They had very little besides their own intelligence and a few 

resources. With that, they were able to establish a small colony upon Ceres, a dwarf planet within the 

asteroid belt between the orbits of Mars and Jupiter. There they have established a peaceful and proud home, 

but they are struggling to survive due to lack of appropriate resources. That is why they have sent peaceful 

ambassadors, some of the wisest of their kind, in a ship to hover above Earth and make contact with a leader 

of a nation to negotiate a possible mutually beneficial agreement, where the Dellor-Kir could provide 

knowledge and labour in return for refuge. Their message ended with a expression of thankfulness for 

humanity spending time interacting with them, and a calm reassurance that they would understand if the 

humans could not agree to their offer and that if that was the case then the Dellor-Kir would peacefully 

return to their colony. They stated that it is what it is, and that they would understand any decision made. 

The message ended. A few mumbles of shock and disbelief were shared. Macbeth leaned back in her 

chair and sighed. The general sat forward, awaiting the leader’s next move. 

“Is there any way to confirm this?” the leader asked quietly. 

“Unless we were sent these messages indirectly from another source at the exact same time as our 

systems noticed a change in the craft then this message came from it. And unless another nation sent a 

device very far for it to come back around, then that craft is not of this planet. Sir. This message must be 

true.” 

“Okay. Alright. They said they were refugees, right?” 

The general nodded. 

“That means a war.” 

“Or a climate catastrophe,” the aide spoke up “or other kinds of disasters.” 

“This is a race that is clearly sentient and technologically advanced, meaning they must have a 

capability for inflicting damage. They also mentioned peace, a word that wouldn’t exist unless they knew 

the concept of war, meaning they have experienced it before, just like us, and therefore have a mindset for it. 

If they are fleeing fae a war, then they’re carrying certain baggage that they have not disclosed to us.” 

“So,” the general smirked, “they lied to us.” 

“Potentially.” 

“And,” the general continued, “if they can lie then they could have also lied about being refugees. It’s 

an old trick, sir. Make yourself seem as weak and desperate as possible, leading the enemy into a false sense 

of security, and then when you see your chance, you slaughter their women and children. It’s a classic, 

there’s not a general alive who hasn’t tried that one. If they’re so smart, then they would ken that too. I say 



we send a virus in a return message, dig into their systems and find out everything about them, proper 

espionage, staying clever to protect our people.” 

“Before we respond, let’s go over a risk assessment.” 

“Well,” started the aide, “considering their circumstances, space travel and inter-technological 

communication and colonisation, it is clear that they have an equal or greater level of technology to 

ourselves. That would connotate weaponry as well. Let’s not forget that they sent the message to our space 

administration and they had a very good grasp on the English language, therefore they ken about our people, 

our culture, our systems, and our departments of power.” 

“Espionage!” the general banged her fist on the table, “they’ve spied on us already, those dirty green 

monsters. That’s an act of war. Sir, they’ve contacted us while we’re in the situation room, one often used 

for military endeavours, so they were likely planning for us to be ready for a war in the first place; they’re 

toying with us!” 

“That does track, since they must ken about our structure of government. I agree, they must be lying to 

us about not knowing our culture, these beings are not to be trusted. If they’re trying to goad us into a war, 

what could they be trying to get from it?” 

“Sir,” the expert on the phone spoke up, “may I say that they never actually mentioned that they 

weren’t aware of our structures, that isn’t the same as lying.” 

“It’s about subtext,” Macbeth replied, “we all heard the message, unless you have something regarding 

the space administration’s role in this strategy, I suggest you stay quiet.” 

There was no response from the expert. Eyes were heavy as they scanned the screens and glanced at 

their own notes. Every coarse breath provided background noise for their thoughts. Their skin grew tough 

with the chill of their own fears and darkened under the taste of ash, no longer any different from the taste of 

air to them. Everyone’s blood was pumping but they had nothing to add at the moment, unsure of what 

direction the conversation was going. 

The aide tapped on his notepad for a moment and then nearly jumped up, “They stated that they were 

contacting a ‘leader of a nation’. They didn’t specify our one, they could be talking to other leaders as we 

speak!” 

“That’s right,” General Grieve added, “including the one who’s general we just blew up. Sir, there 

could be a conspiracy going on right now.” 

“Damn,” the leader leaned forward, “We’ve been wasting too much time. We’ve been debating their 

intentions while they’ve probably been making alliances with our enemies, promising whatever resources 

they have.” 

The aide started flipping through his notes; “We must determine what resources they have.” 

“What can we extrapolate fae their message?” 

“Well, from my notes; space travel, inter-technological communications, interplanetary espionage, an 

understanding of war tactics, colonisation techniques and technology, a solid command over languages, 

awareness of diplomacy and cunning, overall advanced technology including weaponry and potentially 

planet-threatening instruments that could create planetary refugees, any natural resources from Ceres, to 

survive they must have some kind of food production systems, they must have fuel to power their 

technology, since they have one spare ship then they must have more, almost definitely a space navy, and 

likely so many more things, undoubtedly.” 

“So that’s what they’re providing our enemies with. They’ve been taunting us, showing that if we 

dinnae submit to their demands then they’ll fund our enemies. It’s corporate strategy one-oh-one.” 

The general rested her hand onto her phone again, “Sir, I highly recommend we launch a pre-emptive 

strike before any more communications can continue.” 

“That would be the defensive thing to do. General, prepare missiles to launch at the ship. Don’t fire 

until I give the order.” 

The general picked up her phone and started firmly giving out preparation orders, before she rested the 

phone on the table, awaiting further instructions. 

“Their colony,” the aide leaned in, “they have a whole dwarf planet colonised and likely ready to fire 

back, if we strike first, we may need to choose a more effective target.” 



The voice on the phone spoke up again, “With all due respect, they never claimed any of this nor did 

they allude to any of this. They stated their colony was struggling and they did not indicate that they had 

colonised the entirety of Ceres.” 

“Newsflash, space boy,” the general mocked, “enemies lie and manipulate, it’s what they do. You 

need to think outside the box.” 

“But don’t you think you might be thinking a bit too beyond the box about it?” 

“Oh,” Grieve nearly laughed if she wasn’t so angry, “the ‘expert’ thinks we’re thinking too much. Shut 

up. The box is what they’re trying to put us in, they’re trying to craft a narrative and we’re not going to fall 

for it. The box is in a bigger room and that room is war. We need to think outside of their box and in our 

own bigger damn box. Right now, they’re probably stupid enough to believe their own story so they could 

be inside that little box, and we’re the only ones on the outside of the box; that gives us the advantage.” 

The leader was now jotting down a plan of attack; “What are you proposing, son?” 

“Neutralise their troop carrier,” the aide continued, “and then launch a defensive barrage upon their 

colony to cripple their navy. That would grant us enough time to prepare to launch a proper defensive 

invasion. By the time they have recovered, if they recover, we could reach them and appropriately neutralise 

them. Show the rest of the countries of Earth that we do not negotiate with terrorists and any forces hostile 

towards Earth will not be tolerated.” 

“Excellent!” the general cried, “With all that tech they have, we could gain a foothold in the cosmic 

political system, show the rest of those Martians that we’re a superior force. We could leap from an 

international superpower to an intergalactic superpower. I’ve heard there’s planets that are made of oil out 

there, we could engage in wars over enough resources to put our country lightyears ahead of every other 

country combined.” 

The voice on the phone mumbled something about Martians and then spoke up a little more to say 

“Lightyears isn’t a measure of time, general,” however he was ignored on that, “and biological life is not 

equitable to ours; think of the diseases they may carry.” 

“God,” Macbeth frowned, “if we took in their spies then they could have spread all sorts of life-

threatening diseases.” 

The general stood up, “It’s biochemical warfare!” 

The aid stood up too, “Sir, if any of the other nations take those spies in, it could be disastrous for 

everyone. We can’t let it land! Everything is on the line here.” 

The general let out a dry laugh; “Hell, they could have a sickening Martian stench so strong it would 

wipe out a county upon contact. Rank monsters. Their general, or ambassador, or whatever they’re calling 

their green terrorist captain of that ship, could probably walk this Earth without fretting about a damn thing. 

“General,” Macbeth commanded, pointing to the phone, her blood boiling, “make that call. I want it on 

record that we have an enemy aircraft carrying hostile agents and bioweapons descending into our airspace 

with a likely alliance with foreign antagonists. Our actions are to be recorded as a peacekeeping effect.” 

The general’s hand shot up, bringing the phone back to her ear, within a few seconds the targets were 

clear; the craft and the surface of the dwarf planet. All eyes locked onto the leader. 

“Fire.” 

 

Perfect. 

 

A new mission. 

Asteroid Elimination. 

Alec looked through the low-quality render of the three-dimensional map of space. He pushed forward 

on the joystick, his drone carrying the payload pushed deeper into the unknown. 

Pull up, twist, release. The targeted asteroid was obliterated. Out of all the nearby ones, Alec wasn’t 

sure why that flashing mass was important, but it was, and he was just following orders. He didn’t even 

mind, it was something new and something interesting. 

He pushed on forward, speeding his drone across the solar system from the comfort of his own little 

planet. The mission was to be precise and direct, but he couldn’t help himself from doing a few barrel rolls 



or swooping nearby other asteroids. He could only see the black and white pixelated rendering of space, 

with flashing dots to indicate masses and a moving grid to show distance and speed, but he pictured what it 

looked like out there in person. A controlled drone, carrying a heavy nuclear arsenal, travelling at speeds 

almost incomprehensible by human sight. It must be awesome. 

The asteroid belt approached. The small missiles were engaged, ready to fire at any large masses in the 

path that could damage the drone or the payload. Alec’s thumb came down on the red button atop the 

joystick. A series of quick little lines raced from the drone and across the screen, shattering several asteroids. 

A faint smile crossed his face. Just like when he was a kid playing video games, the reason he got into this 

line of business, back when it was all glory and consequence free. Good memories filled his mind as muscle 

memory took over. 

The larger asteroid, Ceres, came into view. With a quick push, and a quiet “swoosh” sound from Alec 

himself, the drone arced around, and the next payload was delivered. The surface of the dwarf planet was 

decimated, the flashing dot even shrunk in size. Alex directed the drone back to base. Objective completed. 

Just like in the games, Alec thought with a relieved smile. His job wasn’t so bad. 

 

“The surface of Ceres has been obliterated and irradiated.” Grieve began, “Hostile military outpost 

neutralised, sir.” 

They all pulled back from their large screen, back in the smoky box of a room again. Relieved smiles 

and tired sighs rang out, blowing the dirty skies around and back into their mouths for the inhales that 

followed. Ashes were tapped out, and a cough followed. Macbeth stared intently ahead at the screen, the 

low-quality render of the dwarf planet floating out in space. It almost looked as if it was burning, with the 

smoke clouding her vision and the rest of their burnt our senses, clouding what really is and what’s coming 

towards them, only seeing what they have left in their own minds. Macbeth smiled. 

“Ladies and gentlemen,” she began, “we have another mission success.” 

Heads started to nod; one official applauded the leader as another vocally congratulating her. 

The aide rubbed at their forehead. “So,” he started to ask, formulating their next actions, “what are we 

going to tell the rest of the government?” 

 

Bonnie pushed into the wooden room again. 

The past half hour had been a whole ordeal. For so long they were crowded around the monitor outside 

and pressing the middlemen about what was going on in there, getting minor details until finally an aide 

came out and expressed everything. The whole wing was on red alert and they were beginning to think it 

was the end of the world. 

Once things had settled again, Bonnie went to change her sweat-drenched shirt and to put on her more 

comfortable, less traditional burgundy blazer. She looked less like a reporter now and more like a 

businesswoman. She ran a hand through her hair as she moved to her seat, she just realised how greasy and 

ashy her hair had become, she may as well be a brunette, but it was too late to do anything about it. The day 

had been one crisis after another and there was seldom any time to rest, bags had formed under her eyes, and 

a stress spot had appeared, so as she changed her blazer, she also put on some make-up to cover it. Now I 

ken why the men are so daubed, oh well, it is what it is. 

Her well-rested state had certainly worn off. She was now stressed and tired and in desperate need to 

go to her nice, comfortable hotel room, away from all this drama, however her new state did make her more 

irritable, helping her be more alert. She felt like a whole new person. This crisis in particular has aged her 

immensely. Aliens! Invasions and espionage. A biochemical attack and a bid to take Earth’s resources. And 

to think the day began with a few corporate drones going missing over a warzone. 

Her phone buzzed in her pocket. Hours ago, she would have immediately dashed to see what was 

going on, but recent events had sobered her somewhat. Now she far less interested in the opinions of the 

others, of her external sources or any polls; the people were unreliable, the root was all that mattered. She 

was now a part of that root. She was the power. She had control. Bonnie had to get to work. 

“Alright, gentlemen,” she began, “how are we going to sensationalise this without causing civil 

unrest?” 



“Bon,” the other young reporter smiled, “it’s aliens, it’s sensationalist enough.” 

“We thought that about the eastern trade emissary’s sickly-looking cough yesterday,” she refuted, 

recalling the fickle nature of the public, “but the tabloids outsold us on theories about it being a code 

message, we can’t be left behind on this one. We need to build the box here.” 

“Bonnie is right,” McCrae nodded, staring intently at the other reporter from across the room and then 

to Bonnie herself, “we have to be the one’s to control this, otherwise our investors will look elsewhere. So, 

what are the benefits and what can we do for profits and our principles?” 

“Survival,” she began, her blood pumping, “and this isn’t like any war we’ve seen before. We’re not 

the town-criers about coastal raids or fringe outlets on about our way of life being threatened, this is total 

annihilation. It’s an us versus them and we need to argue for total sociological changes for our protection. 

We need to be the voice for those in charge of the government and for the corporations that support the 

government. 

“I’m talking about a peacekeeping movement to amass more land and more resourced, take our world 

by force so we can protect it. Major government restructuring and supressing any anti-patriotic sentiments. 

We can’t have any infighting in our country when we have other countries and even other planets to fret 

about. 

“We control the spread and perpetuation of certain information. Drive conversations away from 

anything petty, keep everything either the way it is or change it in ways that will directly benefit the cause. 

Anyone tries to bring up healthcare issues, we take control of the conversation and ask how that will save us 

from the Martians, we assert that healthcare is a privilege for those willing to fight for our country in our 

space force and we theorise that greens among us might abuse it, then leading us into asking about 

identification for citizens. 

“We get people to give up more information and rights to the government to show that they’re human, 

that they’re protected under our laws where aliens are now. We roll back data protection laws and their right 

to privacy, they have nothing to hide if they’re human. Suggest IDs that state names, addresses, race, 

sexuality, age, sex, gender, political affiliations, income, sympathies, blood type, and everything else in the 

name of national security. We do this under the idea of protecting our home from these monsters, while also 

helping the current government and driving our readers towards the companies of our investors.” 

McCrae nodded approvingly, “It’s good to see you’re finally on the right page of journalism, Bonnie. 

Your perspective was certainly lacking the modern edge earlier.” 

“Thanks, sir,” Bonnie nodded, “I was thinking far too closely to the ground. To do what’s right we 

have to think far above it all. We are always at war; I see that now.” 

“So, we have our direction. Now, let’s consider the socioeconomic responses to the revelation that 

aliens exist.” 

Aliens exist, Bonnie thought. It took her a moment to translate that in her head from the vague abstract 

idea of another political force, another factor in the wide sociological game, to what that really means. So 

much had happened she barely had any time to process it. She still didn’t. Work was to be done. She 

couldn’t fall back into thinking about the personal reality of any of it, she had to bring her mind back 

outwards again and consider the larger abstract effects on this. She had to think about profits, 

sensationalism, popularity, economics, trading, voters, investors, the political allegiances of her outlet, the 

narrative, the game they’re playing, the wider disconnected world. 

She couldn’t think about the blood that was spilled, she had to focus on the profitable perceptions. 

 

They’re believing their own lies. Is it still a lie if they shape the world to agree with it? 

 

“Put a word in to all the businesses in the military industrial complex,” Macbeth continued, “they need 

to direct focus to space travel and space-related weaponry. We will be the first buyers, promise them that, 

and send word to our party members to be ready to support bills that increase our military budget 

exponentially. Start drafting up measures to impose economic sanctions on the countries that threaten any of 

our stances in world politics, they would have been the ones to work with the aliens and so they must be 

punished. To the media, threaten the stocks of any outlets criticising our actions and promise to reward the 



ones that really embellish my government as the prominent global force on this issue. Everything that 

follows will be what defines what we have done. We have won the war, let’s write it like that. 

“Sir.” The expert on the phone spoke up. The general jumped a little, forgetting they were still on the 

line with the space department. 

“Yes?” 

“We’re getting another transmission.” 

“Pardon?” 

“This one doesn’t seem to have a source, but it has the same characteristics of the previous messages.” 

The general leaned in, “Are you telling us the aliens survived?” 

“I dinnae ken. It’s the same as the ones they sent but we’re not getting any information that it’s 

coming fae anywhere.” 

“Speak plainly,” the general explained, “what does that mean?” 

“It’s like they chose to let us know the prior messages came from their ship. Or, maybe, led us to 

believe it did? This new one, there’s no trace at all, like it’s coming fae Earth, like it’s coming from within 

our own department.” 

“Play the recording.” The leader leaned in; her brow furrowed. 

“Send it over or on the phone.” 

“On the phone, damn it.” 

“Okay, it’s just finishing being decrypted. Okay, it’s ready. Playing it now.” 

There was silence. 

The aide started breathing heavily. The general’s fingers started to jitter. 

Macbeth’s stomach started to turn. This could be the end. 

A loud sound broke though; bouncing drumbeats, a quick few sets of two-beat crescendos, and then a 

synthesiser playing a high-tempo tune. It was music; familiar music. 

The aide let out a discord of breaths, almost laughing, almost crying, almost having a panic attack, 

their head flailing in disbelief before falling to the table. They gripped the desk in anger, in fear, in 

annoyance, in frustration, in devastation. 

“Oh god,” he exclaimed, struck by reality, “this can’t be.” 

“What the hell?” the general shouted, “Is this music?!” 

After two sequences, a rich deep voice started to sing; “We’re no strangers to love” 

One of the other officials started to laugh, and then to cry. Struck by reality. 

“You ken the rules, and so do I” 

“Yeah,” the aide looked up, angry fear in their eyes, “if they’ve done this, they’ve seen it all, they’ve 

ruined us, it’s all for nothing and we’ve lost it all.” 

“A full commitment’s what I’m thinking of” 

“Son,” Macbeth stood up, angry and confused, “what’s happened?” 

“You wouldn’t get this from any other guy” 

“Sir. I hate to say it, oh god, what have we done. Sir, we’ve been trolled. It was all a lie. They’ve seen 

it all, our talks and decisions and, oh god was any of it real?” 

The leader shouted for more answers. The aide fumbled, trying to explain but also desperately wanting 

to get out of the room. The general started to make calls, furiously wanting to fire at whatever has done this. 

The room erupted into pandemonium. They were lost, broken by what was. 

The other aide returned with the coffee for the general. 

 

She pulled back from her screen. That’s just the way they think. 

Leaning back in her old swivel chair, the teenage hacktivist let out a relieved smiled. 

The many servers that surrounded her hummed at her as the bright old monitor illuminated 

her box of a bedroom. Dirty clothes left everywhere, her curtains closed, and door locked, and 

a hundred wires trailing from her bed to a server to her computer to another server to her 

security camera to another server. It was a mess, but it was her mess. Miss Truth or 

Consequences herself, ToC for short. 



Her monitor displayed three perspectives; three shots from three cameras in three 

different locations. One in the leader’s situation room, another in the reporter’s hall, and the 

third in a drone operators office. All recording in real time and being saved in a master folder 

entitled “Dellor Kcir Experiment”, with this specific file being named “King Duncan”. As in 

Macbeth and Duncan, Shakespeare, she smiled, I love a good play on words. ToC opened the 

master folder and scanned over all of the files, one for each of the major nation in the world. It 

had been a busy night, but she had planned it so the most volatile was done last, just to be 

safe. 

The plan was simple. Find an asteroid, bounce a signal off of it, hack into the nation’s 

equipment and make it seem like the signal was coming from the asteroid, hack into some 

important security feeds of that nation, send a message where she pretends to be an alien, be 

as peaceful and diplomatic as possible but request assistance, record their responses, and 

judge accordingly. Some were positive, some were less so. Her plan had a simple endgame, 

release the footage into the wild internet and let democracy take control. 

They’ll pay for that they did to that general, whatever his name was. 

Awful people should not be in charge, she thought to herself, recalling the horrors they 

had caused earlier that day, and the people will see that too, they’ve vote them out, change 

will happen. 

ToC opened a new tab and logged into her email. She spent the next hour sending out 

various files to different media outlets, to social media groups, to other nations governments 

and to the opposition parties. 

After all that, as the sunlight glowed through her curtains, sending shiny streaks 

through the dense smoke of her room, she slumped into her bed and pulled her covers over 

her legs. It was nice and warm, just how she liked it. Her nice, safe, comfortable home. 

She reached over and indulged in a calming reward, taking a long drag on her cigarette 

and letting the ash fall to her chest. Her eyes fixed upwards, she started blethering to herself, 

affirming that democracy would work, that the people would see and learn and change and fix 

these issues. She affirmed that she did good, that it’s for the best, telling herself that the 

current governments were all wrong and the next will be good, better, different. The next 

administrations will be better, she told herself with a faint relieved smile, I’ve done my part, 

the problem was them and I’ve fixed it. I’ve fixed it. I’ve fixed it. 

Sometimes, she felt like she was the only one who really saw the world for what it was, 

while everyone else was thinking inside the box she was thinking about why they thought 

they were in the box as she looks on from the outside. I’m the only one on the outside of the 

box, she thought, I’m right. 

Truth or Consequences took another long drag on her cigarette, and let the smoke cloud 

up around her. There was nothing beyond what was right in front of her, there was nothing 

out there, there just was what there was, there’s nothing more to it, to her. The battle, the 

war, was over. The footage was sent, they’re out there, and she’s fixed it all with that. The 

leaders will be ousted, and the problem will go away, that’s the way of what is. Hostile 

individuals neutralised; mission success. I’ve fixed it. 

 

They pulled back from their screen and thought; and the wheel will keep on turning, this changed nothing, 

is this just the way they think? 

 

 

The End 

By Thomas McClure 


